THE POET AS PRETENDER: POETIC LEGITIMACY IN TSVETAEVA
Sibelan Forrester, Swarthmore College Marina Tsvetaeva's writing devotes particularly rich attention to gender, both as a world-structuring dichotomy and as a factor in her own position and sta tus as a poet.' From her earliest works Tsvetaeva explores and exploits gen der in poetry; later, her mature prose works consider its significance for her life and work. This article will address the ways gender motivates and shapes her lifelong interest in rebels and imposters, be they artistic or political. Tsve taeva first concentrates on pretenders in 1916, as she declares her poetic "in dependence"; in 1917-20, she naturally uses the figure of the political im poster in reaction to events in Revolutionary Moscow; and, in the 1930s, her prose treats rebellious figures such as Pugachev (in Pushkin's telling) or Mayakovsky (in his own), analyzing poetry's relationship to political power and artistic legitimacy. After exploring some questions of political legitimacy in Tsvetaeva's poetry, I will turn to her presentation of two very different poets who are attracted to historical pretenders, and who prove, in her opin ion, to be pretenders themselves. The woman poet's particular challenge to literary authority gains legitimacy through Tsvetaeva's reading of all poets as subversively Other and politically dangerous.
In 1918, in Revolutionary Moscow, Tsvetaeva wrote this brief poem about the origins and status of verse:
Kaximfi CTHX-JHTA rno6BH, Every verse is a love child, HHu4Hi He3aKoHHopoKxeHHbIA. A beggar born unlawfully.
rIepBeHeiu-y KoJIeH A first-born, laid by the wheel-rut Ha HOKROH BeTpaM-rojio)KeHHbIJ. In tribute to the winds.
The author wishes to thank the anonymous SEEJreaders for their very helpful comments and suggestions.
The poem "KabIib CTHX-),HT1 miio6BH" implicitly makes the poet a mother; Tsvetaeva frequently equates the poetic process with women's role in reproduction . She essentializes female anatomy and phys ical experience, balancing this poetic biological imperative with the assump tion that all poets, not only women, share this relationship to their creative work. Writing poetry and making it public through recitation and publication leave the protective and often repressive realm of women's private domestic life for the realm of public discourse. The poetic child in the poem is thus given to the wind, in a distinctly non-Christian ceremony beside the wheel-rut of the high road. A single mother cannot confer legitimacy in patriarchal soci ety (or literature); she must first marry, accept a man's name and legal mastery.
The question of a poem's paternity remains, as if to foreground paternity's legal and linguistic rather than physical aspects. In addressing the social stand ing of the poet and her offspring, the question "Who is the father?" on one level realistically reflects patriarchal society's demand to know the new child's place and identity. In Russian this is exacerbated by the father's contribution to naming: without the patronymic, which only a man can provide, a Russian name has a gaping hole in the middle.3 Besides the name, the father in patri archy determines a child's status, wealth, and class. Read in these terms, a woman's poetry can have neither name nor status, will be a beggar outside the law, unless a father can be named to establish the "child's" place in society. This poem's last two lines seem at first to offer the same extremes as the The Poet as Pretender: Poetic Legitimacy in Tsvetaeva 39
rest of the poet-mother's experience: the father may be a tsar or a thief. This could express a poet's yearning to see her verse vindicated in her own life time, when it "grows up" and becomes part of its own national tradition, but that reading does not exhaust the possibilities of the final lines. The tsar rep resents authority, while the thief practices rebellion or subversion, with the poet vacillating between them. Readers of feminist theory might also identify the tsar as an embodiment of traditional authorship, where the creator of a written work enjoys all paternal rights, while the woman writer becomes a "voleuse de langue" (Hermann; Ostriker) , stealing the language of the Father to use it in "unlawful" ways and treating the father's claims with irony. On the other hand, the difference between tsar and thief appears in their claims as fathers: authority demands its due, while a thief flies by night. The tension between tsar and thief expresses two irreconcilable relationships towards lin guistic and literary tradition.
Other factors, however, undermine the opposition between tsar and thief. The verb "MoxeeT," used thrice in the poem's last two lines, means both "maybe" and "can," as if to render tsar and thief equal in their male biologi cal ability to father children. More to the point, where was the Russian tsar in 1918? Political authority is not eternal, and, since yesterday's tsar may have been a thief the day before, the distinction between authority and rebellion is unstable.4 The final lines of Tsvetaeva's poem both stress and question the re lationship of the poet's activity to social, historical, and political reality.
When political authority claims the right not only to censor but also to inspire poetic works, it reaches beyond a feudal droit de seigneur to demand an heir.
Transforming reality by creating new "love-children" will bring the poet into conflict with the powers that be -whoever they may be.
Lyric poetry, emphasizing the speech and identity of a single individual, constantly creates and describes beings who have no place in the social struc ture of authoritarian society; hence the identity of their father-their author's renomme-takes on great significance. The primary being created by the lyric poet is the writer herself, Marina Tsvetaeva, who thereby arrogates the right to name herself from both father and mother. Naming the self is already impos ture, Samozvanstvo. This word from Russian history and politics means liter ally "self-calling," or perhaps "self-declaring"; it refers to the false heirs to the throne who would appear in defiance of Russia's central authorities, especially in periods of interregnum (Perrie 1-2). The pretender, Samozvanets, claims to be the true heir who survived under mysterious circumstances,5 and claiming 4. Compare the poet's "marriage" to time in Tsvetaeva's 1932 essay "Host h BpeMa": "EpaK no3Ta c BpeMeHeM?HacHJibCTBeHHBiH 6paic" [The Poet and Time: "The poet's marriage with time is a forced marriage" (SS7, 5/2: 21).
5. In most well-known cases from Russian history, the "mysterious" circumstances are vio lent: Dimitry's murder or accidental death in Uglich, the murder of Peter III, supposedly organ ized by Catherine II herself. The pretender enters where violence has torn open a breach. the name means claiming the identity and power that go with it. Like the poet's self-naming, this is either real or potential imposture. The words Samozvanets and Samozvanka have implications as rich as their English translation, 'pre tender': people who speak as someone else, who pretend to be someone else as children and poets do, threaten the established order of society and culture.6
Through the pretender the poet assumes an ambivalent relation towards au thority. The poet's version of history may point to the transience of earthly rule and question official versions created to support the legitimacy of those in power, but that does not necessarily mean a rejection of power. The label of pretender has been given to individuals who tried to usurp authority, per haps briefly succeeded, but ultimately lost and were punished for their pre tense. Punishment makes the pretender a victim of the power structure she or he challenged, creating a sort of ritual sacrifice that cleanses the pretender of the hubris of questioning power, which so often means desiring power. Only the lack of official recognition after death separates the pretender from the martyred saint, another figure Tsvetaeva appreciates.7 Her love and admira tion for pretenders explains the curious respect for Valery Briusov in her memoir, "Fepoii Tpyga" [A Hero of Labor]. Briusov's lack of natural poetic talent makes his decision to write poetry anyway an example of samoborstvo [fighting against the self] (SS7, 4/1: 16); she compares him to Napoleon and a wolf, who are typically positive figures in her writing. Like Napoleon, though, Briusov is really a lover of power rather than a poet; he readily ac commodates to political authority in order to secure an artistic authority that is essentially political. Actually achieving power in any but the figurative sense would freeze a poet into immobility and stagnation, whereas failure and expiatory sacrifice lead to an afterlife in art and folklore.8
This love for rebellion, or rather for individual rebels, leads Tsvetaeva on philosophical principle to oppose any established power, even power which was revolutionary until yesterday. Indeed, in "I4cKyccTBo npH cBeTe coBecTH"
[Art in the Light of Conscience, 1932] she makes love for rebels a sine qua non of the poet: 0I3Ta, He HPHHHMaiOIiweFO KaKOi 6bi TO HH 6buIo CTHHXHK-cneqOBaTeJbHO iH 6yHTa-HeT.
IIYmKHH HHKoJIaA onIacarcsA, rleTpa 6oroTBopiu, a flyra'IeBa-mno6wi. [...] HaiijuHTe MHe 6. Burgin notes another dimension of the threat to "legitimate" authority in Tsvetaeva's poem "^ npHinjia k Te6e nepHOH nojiHOHbio" [I came to you at black midnight, 1916] . Lesbian love figures as a "pretense" that challenges the rights of the husband. " [Tsvetaeva] ultimately did re turn to her 'true tsar' (istinnyi tsar', her husband Sergei Efron), calling others 'pretenders' (samozvantsy) Note, again, the implications of the pretender's presence "within": the poet is pregnant with imposture and will give birth to it in one form or another if only she (or he) has the strength. Irina Shevelenko notes Tsvetaeva's approach to maternity in poetry, which takes a position against the anti-procreative argu ments of many Symbolists:
TOT aKleHT Ha MaTepHHCTBe KaK Ha cyry6o HAHBHByaEHOM (a He pO)OBOM) H TBOpteCKOM (a He 6H0JIorHtecKoM) aKTe, KOTOpbIH TaK xapaKTepeH giis ee aBToriHcaHainI, 6biji, cKopee Bcero, 6ecco3HaTeJmHoi (a 6MITm MoKeT, Co3HaTeJITHOR) IoieMHKOll C 3THMH KOHnenHLAHsMH.
(llJeBeJIeHKo 377)
That stress on maternity as a profoundly individual (but not genetic) and creative (but not bio logical) act, which is so characteristic of her self-descriptions, was more likely than not an un conscious (but perhaps a conscious) polemic with these conceptions.
P,retenders, like poems, are the poet's offspring, and the poet's "self" as cre ated through poetry falls into a very similar category. The female poet, ex cluded by gender from legitimate participation in the poetic tradition,9 com bines in her own identity and activity the mother and the love child of Tsvetaeva's poem. Several of Tsvetaeva's poems of the post-Revolutionary period mention Grishka Otrepiev, the "False Dimitry," perhaps the most famous pretender in Russian history and literature. One poem calls him "Grishka-vor" [Greg the thief]:'2 in a way he answers the riddle "Who is the father?": both tsar and thief. Dimitry's consort, Marina Mniszek, also effectively expresses issues of legitimacy, since she married three False Dimitrys in turn and bore one of them a child. Mniszek was always a favorite of Tsvetaeva, for their shared first name and Polish ancestry and for her outlaw reputation. Denied power in seventeenth-century society, this woman resorted to deceit and violence to improve her position. Tsvetaeva's Mniszek is the power behind the pretend throne, as Dimitry seems a dim-witted plaything in her hands (SS7, 2: 21-23).
In the 1916 poem "AHMHTpHH! MapHHa! B M4pe" [Dimitry! Marina! In the world] (SS7, 1/1: 265-67), Dimitry's mother, confined to a convent as the nun Marfa, also assumes complicity in the affair. The fourth stanza points to a mark on the pretender's body that might prove his identity as heir to the Rus Voloshin's retelling and some half-forgotten poems. The story embedded in the memoir serves at least three purposes: it memorializes the recently de ceased Voloshin and his support for women poets as well as his own love of pretense, it recovers Cherubina de Gabriak from oblivion, and it sets up Tsve taeva's resemblance to and difference from Cherubina (whose name happens to rhyme with Tsvetaeva's own lyrical creature, "Marina").
Tsvetaeva introduces Cherubina in strongly gendered terms, as "iiojapoK MHe )KHBOH repOHHH H )KHBOTO II03Ta, repOHHH C06CTBeHHOHI no3MbI: nIo0Tecci6 'Iepy6&HbI ge Fa6pHaK [a present to me of a living heroine and a liv ing poet, heroine of her own poem: the poetess Cherubina de Gabriak]" (SS7, 4/1: 169). Dmitrieva's unlovely appearance means that she can develop poeti cally only through pretense; Tsvetaeva explains that a poet's physical body must be in harmony with her inner self, mostly in order to please the outer, ex For Tsvetaeva, this persona is necessary because Dmitrieva writes out of her desire for love, and men's love at that;'7 only beauty, real or fantasized, can win men's love. Tsvetaeva harshly criticizes the aesthetes of Apollon for their inability to read a woman's words except through her face and body, their urge to find the author and see her in the flesh.18 At the same time, de spite the consideration due to Dmitrieva's tender years, Tsvetaeva is critical of her as well. Dmitrieva's presumed desire for men's love, though Tsvetaeva feels all young women share it, contrasts with the ability of women and great poets (or perhaps only women?) to love the passionate poetic soul even in a small, ordinary, slightly limping body. At a deeper level, Dmitrieva expresses her own desire not by writing it, but by seeking men's desire for Cherubina, who both is and is not herself. Her story is marred by narcissism, wanting to see herself not only in the mirror on her wall and the mirror on her table (that is, her notebook; SS7, 4/1: 169-70), but in the admiring gazes of her publish ers. Recalling the seventeen-year-old self who wrote to Dmitrieva, the mature Tsvetaeva describes her distaste for the response: 17. argues that men are free to write in public or private spheres, while woman were generally barred from public writing; thus any poet who wishes to be pub lished is in effect writing for men?Tsvetaeva as well as Cherubina. The difference is that Cherubina, created to suit men's desires, mirrors stereotypical ideals of femininity.
18. Here Tsvetaeva throws in a dig at Pushkin, who "loved an inanimate object, Natalia Goncharova" (SS7, 4/1: 170). I recall a narrow lilac envelope with sharp handwriting and a strong scent of perfume, Cheru bina's envelope and handwriting, which to me in my innate simplicity were sooner repellent than attractive. For I, and thrice: as a woman, as a poet and as a non-aesthete, loved not the proud foreigner in the choirs and on the top floors of life, but precisely the schoolteacher Dmitrieva with Cherubina's soul. But for Cherubina, of course, it was not a matter of my love.
Tsvetaeva distances herself from Cherubina for many reasons, despite the traits they share: rhyming names, gender, youth, preference for Romantic po etry, mentoring from Voloshin.
Dmitrieva's pose, in the context of serious literature, exceeds the bounds of acceptable poetic pretense and moves into masquerade. Svetlana Boym, in her 1991 book Death in Quotation Marks, uses Tsvetaeva's version of Cheru bina's story as a prime example of the combination of excess and lack that characterizes the Russian cultural image of the poetess. Boym devotes one page to the story of Cherubina, whose poetic success turns out not to be suc cess as a poet at all:
She is a beautiful dream object of male love-ideal, absent, disembodied, and almost unsexed, who as an extra activity, a pleasant extravagance or stylish eccentricity, happened to write "fem inine poetry." Woman-as-subject-of-writing was appropriated by a much more culturally ac cepted image, woman-as-object-of-courtly love. Hence, the poetess has been murdered by the
Romantic heroine. (198)19
Boym labels Cherubina both obscene and excessive; her masquerade, like the tradition of carnival, seems subversive but in fact serves to underline rather than undermine the status quo.20
Cherubina, or rather Dmitrieva, underestimates how dangerous it is for a young woman to attract the attention of anyone named Apollo, even an edi torial collective. Her pretense ends, in Tsvetaeva's telling, when the staff of Apollon learns Cherubina's true identity: Just as Cherubina depends on a melange of extravagant traits, Tsvetaeva de scribes her demise in details that both describe and deny physical experience: a body that falls from a high place must be damaged, but it cannot break into shards unless it is brittle as a mirror. The created biography smashes apart, leaving behind a set of poems no longer bound by their author's mysterious identity. Even Tsvetaeva, writing in 1933, can recall only fragments of her verses.21 The pretender is undone by the powers that be -the journal Apollon and the men who run it and decide who shall be published, who may write for the public. They are the rulers of poetry, with power to cast Cherubina down from a castle that is not only a fairy-tale prop but also an attempt to situate and defend a kind of authority. For them, Dmitrieva's masquerade as Cheru bina de Gabriak amounts to a theft of language and publication under false pretenses. The district school inspector's discovery that she has infected her history students with love for Grishka Otrepiev is also quite dangerous: the teacher could lose her job or attract the attention of the secret police. A poet is oriented against the powers that be, and for Tsvetaeva Dmitrieva is hero inic in trying to deceive them.
Tsvetaeva's description of Cherubina's demise calls on the violence of so ciety's reaction against the pretender, especially considering that Cherubina was not trying to incite violence. Her fairy-tale plummeting death may com pare favorably to Grishka Otrepiev's come-uppance (outlined in "TpeM 
22
. One historian's summary of Dimitry's death (Perrie, (98) (99) (100) (101) (102) (103) does not mention such a mutilation, but describes how "a boyar placed [a] mask over the pretender's genitals and stuck the chanter of a bagpipe in his mouth" (99), to make him look like a performing buffoon, or skomorokh.
23. The female pretender's sexual threat fuels the "kabatskaia tsaritsa" [tavern queen] in the 1916 poem "Ka6bi Hac c to6oh" [As You and I], a depiction of the lives of rebel pretenders (SS7, 1/2: 10). Though the hero and addressee seems to be Emelian Pugachev, whose charm and mas tery of poetic language is described in Tsvetaeva's 1937 "nyniKHH h nyraneB," here the speaker relegates her more famous presumptive addressee to the status of "apyacoK" [ must be made to look unattractive or even ridiculous, like Dmitrieva once her true face is exposed. Despite her critical attitude, Tsvetaeva recognizes that Dmitrieva's impos ture addressed the poet's needs. It is justified first of all by its tragic ending, which makes Cherubina a sacrificial victim and Dmitrieva, by extension, a poetic rebel and mother of a slain pretender, her other "self." Moreover, the pseudonym works (briefly) as a poetic strategy, since Cherubina produces a body of poetry. Tsvetaeva asserts Dmitrieva's worth in the history of women's poetry, calling her in one place "3ame aTeJibHaA H 3pA-3a6bITaA [remarkable and forgotten to no purpose]" (SS7, 5/2: 45), in another place comparing her to Akhmatova and to herself (SS7, 4/1: 173). Tsvetaeva nonetheless distances herself from Cherubina by denying that she would practice such a deception; Voloshin's effort to tempt her into writ ing under multiple pseudonyms runs against the cliff "MoeH HeMeUKoH HpOTeCTaHTCKOH IeCTHOCTH, ry6HTe.IbHOHi rOpAbIHH Bce, ITO nIHmy-noA IHCbIBaTb [of my German Protestant honesty, the ruinous pride of signing everything I write]" (SS7, 4/1:175). Description of her pride as "ruinous" pride hints that even the act of signing her name is potentially dangerous, a pretense perhaps as fatal as Cherubina's. Using de Gabriak as another example of Volo shin's poetic mentoring stresses her similarities to Tsvetaeva; one could say that Tsvetaeva is willing to take Dmitrieva as an example but not Cherubina, the "False Dmitrieva." Boym stresses the poetess's "obscenity" and low sta tus: what kind of ancestor, for a serious poet, is Cherubina de Gabriak?
So whom does the mature poet Tsvetaeva choose in exploring her role as a pretender? It is the poet most opposite to Cherubina: man rather than woman, genuine rather than sham, balanced rather than excessive, and finally, revered rather than forgotten. Aleksandr Pushkin is the main subtext of Tsvetaeva's own pretenders and pretensions, her primary model for how to be a poet. significant questions about poetic legitimacy in his own work, and for Tsve taeva this links him with Dmitrieva.26
Tsvetaeva's most important study of Pushkin's treatment of pretenders is the analysis in her 1937 article "IIYHJKHH H flyraxIeB" [Pushkin and Pugachev] . The poet's love of rebels and urge to remake reality act to oppose Nikolai I, the "bad father" tsar. Tsvetaeva's reading is based in the lasting attraction she feels for Pugachev (which she insists all children share); she credits Pugachev with introducing her to the phenomenon of "HHocKa3aTeJlbHaA pelib" Elsewhere in her prose, Tsvetaeva reads Pushkin, her "first poet," in tight connection with questions of legitimacy and the relation of naming to tempo ral power. She inherits the poet from her mother early in life, as if in recom pense for the name Aleksandr, which her mother planned to give to her first child but could not when she had a daughter rather than a son.29 The phrase 26. The paragraph cited earlier in abbreviated form segues from Pushkin to Dmitrieva: "nyniKHH HHKOnaa onacajica, neipa 6oroTBOpHJi, a nyraneBa?jik>6hji. He^apOM Bee vhchhkh qzthoh 3aMeHareni>HOH h 3pa-3a6tiTOH no3Teccw, ozmoBpeMeHHo npenoAaBarejitHHUM hctophh [...] [Pushkin was wary of Nikolai, deified Peter?and loved Pugachev. Not for nothing did all the pupils of one remarkable and vainly forgotten poetess, at the same time a history teacher [...] ]." "HcKyccTBO npn CBeTe cobccth" (557, 5/2: 45).
27. Against Pugachev's resonant speech and use of proverbs, Stephanie Sandier points to Catherine's "silence," which links her to Pushkin's wife, Natalia Nikolaevna Goncharova. The very name "Catherine," Sandier shows, is problematic: "The title Catherine II signifies solely the power of the state; given the preference that Puskin and Cvetaeva shared for pretenders over legitimate rulers, her power cannot but be false" (146).
28. Besides stressing Grin?v and Pugachev's son/(step-)father relationship and Pugachev's blackness (see Pushkin's association with blackness in "Moi Pushkin"), Tsvetaeva points out that Pugachev in age could have been Pushkin's father (SS7, 5/2: 190 "first poet" leads to the statement that her first poet was killed (SS7, 5/1: 58).
In a way, Tsvetaeva's poetic gift emerges from Pushkin's death, which de mands that she remedy his loss with her own writing and frees space for her, even as it threatens her with a similar fate. The poet's death, depicted in her mother's bedroom, shadows the words the poet wrote in a way that recalls Biblical texts.30 Tsvetaeva's view of Nicholas I's complicity in his death puts Pushkin in the position of his Pugachev, killed by Catherine after his failed rebellion. Thus, Pushkin's death, in a way, foreshadows Cherubina's fall and fragmentation. Pushkin's death and Pugachev's execution suggest that the poet, sharing the fate of the pretender, is one himself.
Pushkin is in fact both authority and pretender, both Tsar and thief, though much of Tsvetaeva's later writing about him foregrounds the thief, challenging his installation as the ultimate stultifying poetic authority of the emigration.31
At the same time, Tsvetaeva reads Pushkin's death through his own poetry to insist that he was a victim of envy from anyone and everyone who could not write poetry (SS7, 5/1: 57); thus this exemplary poet was a Romantic sacrifice of both autocracy and society at large. The true authority of Pushkin and his poetry is distinct from the pseudo-authority the mob assigns to him; neither Pushkin nor Tsvetaeva recognize any legitimacy in the mob's judgment.
Killed for his insistence on being himself (that is, a poet), Pushkin is a sac rificial figure, and his passion and posthumous growth into a national treasure resonate with sainthood, modelled on Christ's crucifixion and resurrection.32
The sacrifice of a poet who seems like a pretender but turns out after death to be the real thing shifts from masquerade to passion, from carnival to sacrifice.
Thus the great genius Pushkin's duel and death recuperate Cherubina, or at least Dmitrieva, and Tsvetaeva as well. Women who write poetry may perish because they take themselves too seriously, but this is tragic rather than funny.
The value of their careers depends on the other body, their poems, after the embarrassing, excessively gendered (in Boym's terms) female body has left the scene. What power, then, does the poet want? Let us look again at the unlikely pair, Dmitrieva and Pushkin. Both study history as well as writing poetry:33 Pushkin writes a study of the Pugachev rebellion in the imperial archives, while the schoolteacher Dmitrieva, in a lowlier position, fills the children in her history class with love for Grishka Otrepiev. Just as Pushkin makes the child Tsvetaeva love Pugachev, Dmitrieva offers her pupils a version of his tory that is far from the dominant state ideology. Tsvetaeva makes clear that it is not historical fact (or the fact of official histories, censored by the au thorities)34 that makes such pretenders as Pugachev and Grishka Otrepiev at tractive; it is the poets, imaginers of alternate realities. By questioning the narratives of those in power, poets already foment a kind of revolution and offer threatening alternatives. The bloody executions of Pugachev and Otre piev (and even of Pushkin) remind the reader that political authority rests on violence. Cherubina's fatal fall and Tsvetaeva's sometimes exaggerated pres entation of her own sufferings reach back to the bloody deaths of Pushkin and Andre Chenier.
The question of legitimacy illuminates the role of gender in Tsvetaeva's po etry. She makes clear, in the story created in her autobiographical prose, that the desired and expected son Aleksandr still loomed over the daughter Marina long after her mother's death. 35 This fuels concerns about her own legitimacy as a poet: her "predestination" as a poet is both proven and denied by the name Aleksandr, which is and is not hers (due, she insists, solely to her sex). Thus the name both links her to and separates her from the "real" poets Alek sandr Pushkin and Aleksandr Blok. How can a woman in such a patriarchal society be a poet? Furthermore, how can the self she creates in her poetry be legitimate? It is worth noting that Helene Cixous, reading "Moi IIymIK4H," describes Tsvetaeva's choice of poetic ancestry as a birth "from the woman womb of Pushkin," equating the belly where he was shot with a womb. For Cixous the fatal shot, piercing Pushkin's abdomen, feminizes him and thus makes him available to Tsvetaeva.36 Tsvetaeva's autobiographical prose advances the Romantic idea that each poet (even before the death of his or her mother) is an orphan, illegitimate, a riousness as a poet, expressed in referring to herself as "lO3T" rather than as "n03Tecca," means that her attitude towards her male predecessors, as well as male and female contemporaries, is much more like what Bloom describes than is typical of women authors of her time.38 As Alyssa Dinega writes, "Tsvetaeva [...] is engaged in a contest of competing mythologies -a subtle battle to stake out her own poetic domain. She [...] does, genuinely, love and admire the poets she addresses, yet at the same time she must overcome the psychological barrier of their greatness that threatens to silence her own gift" (Dinega 38 ). Tsvetaeva's prose treatment of Pushkin, however, shows not anxiety about his influence on her, but rather concern that others might over look or deny this influence.
By making Pushkin a pretender, Tsvetaeva partially endows one source of the Russian poetic tradition with traits that western culture has coded as fem inine, making him more available as a model for a woman poet. Just as her descriptions of the poetic process spring from metaphors of women's "nat ural" reproductive role, where a verse can be described as a love child, her vision of the poet's place in society generalizes the unstable and marginal po sition of the female poet, endangered by her gender, to all poets. Her combi nation of Romantic tradition and strategic use of biological essentialism seeks a place within the ranks of real, serious poets. Tsvetaeva sets up varieties of legitimacy that challenge political orthodoxy and draw strength from already containing instability, identifying with both tsar and thief. She insists on a definition of poets that highlights their essential otherness, and her poetic pre tenders emerge as the only true bearers of authority.
